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Flying the Coop |

Reviewed by -
Peter Osnos

The reviewer, a former Moscow cor-
respondent, is now national editor of
The Washington Post. -~

Lieutenant kator Ivanovnch Belen-
“ko, a young: Soviet jet:pilot, flew his
\Ix°-2a to-Japan one September morn-
ing - m 1976‘ and announced calmly-
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that he wanted asylum in the Umted
States. The Kremlin was mortified.
It pleaded, eajoled, bargained, threat-.
ened and accused’ everyone in sight -
“to get Belenko back; and then. shut
up—undoubtedly to carry out a ‘mas-
sive purge of all who mxght remote}y,
. be deemed responsible. - . S

Not that the Sovxets can really be -
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-blamed for bemg soﬂupset Can you

'1madme what the.fuss would be in
Washington. if one. .0f our-most skilled
aviatorgyflew< one’ 'of -our most ad-
vanced® air.’ weapons-“into- Moscow’s
embrace? The difference between the
two societies is that here 'the scandal
would be ‘played out in full view with
drum rolls and fanfare, and there, we
"didn't have a‘clue then and stin don’t
.as to- the- consequences. of Belenko's
escape. I am certain they have been'
considerable. - - i

Probably - the most remarkable fea-
ture about the episode is.that- Belenko
—indeed,. anyone—would do some-
thing so dangerous personally-and so
damagmg to his country..Imagine the
price to Belenko- had Jherfailed. It 1s
one thing to hand-partxal documents
to a foreign. power;: quite another. ta
turn_over- (for full;Investigation -ands
examination) the lagest in 'hardware "

Motivation, - therefore.s=1s what
should” be fascmating .about thxs ac-”
count o£ the Belenko affaxr Instead:
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what ¢omes through is a man who
tound the Soviet system increasingly
intolerable _despite the lavish re-
~saurces expeuded on him as an elitew
fwarrior, After an unhappy childhood
and with ap“.unsatisfactory marriage,
Belenko just 'made-a run for it in the
only way- -open to him—a surprisingly
mundane explanatxon ‘for 'so daring-a’
-deed. o Ey
The" mosl mtere;tmnv aapect of the
book is an:unexpected one. Given the
current- hemhtened concern' in the-
United" States over  Soviet military.
prowess, there.is. somethmﬂ reassur-
ing about the dreary picture of pet-~
tiness and inepititude that Belenko's:
writer, John Barron, describes as the:
backdrop‘and backzround to his story.~
. Several years-before his. flight, al-
ready an advancecl pilot, - Belenko
thinks to himself: : R
“Why doesn’t anything work? Why |
‘doesn’t anything change? It's barely ]
10 years before 1980. But \vere no

fmthct alona toward lue Lommu«»
nism than we were when :they. firste
started - talkm" about it. VWe'rd neverw
going to” ‘have - True -Communism:<
E\exythmd -is Just as. saewed up ‘as®
-ever. Why?" - - s

If things reaUv are’ as bad “as. Be
lenko/Barron clalm then our- womes
about the Soviets may be- exaggerated.?
Just as we publicize our every. mii=*
tary flaw and weakneaa. the Sov'ets
keep all -theirs -secret.’ Though “this>
was probably not its purpose, “Mig .
Pilot” serves the useful -social - purT
pose of pointing out that Lhe Russians |
have- serious. troubles too.

On the whole “Mig i lo 'La-a mod.:
{ est .book, plainly- based on long inter:
views with: the-pilot, CIA . caoperatlo
and . newspaper.. clippings. . There. ds-
nothing deep_or particularly. moving
~about, the -portrait of" Belenko tha*'
emerges ot the way he reacted fo’ hlq
adven.ure and .then ndapted here ;"

“The..excitcment. of a acod yar .4;',
unavoidable.. but the book is ordinary -
in. tone gnd uninsypired jn. m.e-cuhon,-
I kept thinking there mress the- mw*e”
to this. saf'a than Barron is. tellm Jus, -
“Maybe it would. make a better. movxé“"




